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THE RACE MENACE IN BOOTLEGGING: 



The "Bootlegger" is abroad in the land. He is found in 
every city, every town, every village, and every country dis- 
trict. He is ubiquitous and he is flourishing. A hint that the 
times are dry, or that the Volstead Act is oppressive, brings 
him out of hiding, with an offer to supply the desired refresh- 
ment in any quantity at a price. Always he can be reached, 
and he will do business at any time, night or day, week-day or 
Sunday. His number is legion. His habitat is everywhere. 
His supply of goods seems inexhaustible. His prices are ruin- 
ous, and if you don't like the quality you have no redress. He 
is the greatest profiteer the country has ever seen. He is a 
professional lawbreaker. He does business with you as a favor. 
He pays neither taxes nor rent, and he does no advertising. He 
is a criminal and is proud of his crime. Otherwise good citizens 
encourage his criminality and are really parties to it. He waxes 
rich and powerful through his illegal traffic; for he trades on 
men's appetites and weaknesses — and always men will pay for 
their gratification. He buys expensive cars, and when caught, 
he hires expensive lawyers. The world is his oyster, and if run 
out of business at one point, he moves on to another, knowing 
that customers for his wares are everywhere, and that he can 
promptly open up a profitable cash business in any locality. 

We regard the bootlegger almost as a national joke. We are 
overlooking the fact that he is becoming a national menace. It 
is this phase of his activities and particularly the Race menace 
growing out of bootlegging by negroes that will be discussed 
in this article. This Race menace threatens particularly the 
South and some of the larger cities on the Atlantic Coast, where 
the business of bootlegging is largely in the hands of negroes. 
While the statements herein are particularly applicable to the 
South, I believe that they can be applied in great degree to such 
cities as Washington, Baltimore and Philadelphia, where I am 
informed that a large proportion of the bootlegging business is 
conducted by negroes. 

It is unquestionably true that the great majority of both 
Whites and Negroes in the South are law-abiding citizens. The 
criminal element in both races is comparatively small, but a 
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comparatively small criminal element can and does impose a 
heavy burden on the law-abiding element in order to sustain the 
law and maintain peaceful and happy relations in the body 
politic. 

This statement will be generally agreed to by thoughtful men, 
who recognize and believe that law and order is preserved 
through the public sentiment created and maintained by the vast 
majority of the citizenship, who are law-abiding. 

But in the case of Prohibition enforcement, a new situation 
has been developed. As regards such crimes as murder, larceny, 
burglary, &c, the people can be easily separated into law-abid- 
ing and law-breaking groups; and the law-abiding group, con- 
stituting the overwhelming majority of the people, will see that 
the laws are enforced. But as regards Prohibition, we may be 
said to have three groups : the law-abiding group, who strictly 
observe the law, as it is written, and who constitute the majority 
of the people, I believe; the law-breakers, represented by the 
bootleggers and their allied interests, constituting a small mi- 
nority of the people; and a third class, very large in numbers, 
and many of them among the best citizens. This third class 
may be designated as "law-disregardCrs". They are the people 
who buy from the bootleggers, and whose patronage makes 
possible a continuance of the bootlegging industry. This class 
embraces a large percentage of the people. While they are 
technically law-breakers, yet many .of them in other respects 
are thoroughly law-abiding citizens, prominent in our social and 
civic and religious life. They are really disregardful and im- 
patient of the Prohibition laws. They want whiskey, and they 
feel at liberty to buy it when it is offered them. These men 
would consider it disgraceful to sell whiskey or to be connected 
with the bootlegging business in any way. But they consider 
the disregard of the Prohibition Laws as a sporting chance. If 
the bootlegger is caught, he must pay the penalty. If not caught, 
he is entitled to a large profit for his risk. In either case, he 
supplies them with the liquor that they want. They buy the 
liquor, just as they would buy a pair of shoes. Having paid a 
high price for it, they feel that they have committed no wrong 
against society, or the state, or nation. Let the law catch the 



1921. ] THE RACE MENACE IN BOOTLEGGING. 339 

bootlegger, and punish him, if it can. It is no concern of theirs. 
They paid him for his risk, and he must take his chance. They 
have not injured society by buying a quart of whiskey for their 
own use, and they see no particular harm in what they have 
done. 

No one would be more indignant than would this class of 
otherwise law-abiding citizens, if they were accused of being 
criminals, or of aiding in creating a dangerous menace to our 
institutions and to our continued happiness and prosperity. No 
one would more quickly resent a charge that they were establish- 
ing the groundwork for future trouble and race-difficulties. 
And yet I believe that the men who are buying from bootleggers 
are inadvertently doing these very things. Their attention has 
not been called to the danger, and public sentiment has not been 
aroused. In the hope of aiding to call this danger to their at- 
tention, and to impress on our people the seriousness of the 
menace of this business, I am contributing this article. 

It is generally recognized that one of the strongest contrib- 
uting causes in the South (the home of the mint julep) to the 
growth of the Anti-Saloon League, thence to local option, thence 
to Statewide Prohibition, and finally to the Prohibition Amend- 
ment to the Federal Constitution, was the country cross-roads 
bar-room. The country bar-room had become a centre, to 
which many crimes could be traced. It particularly served to 
provide the means of inflaming the passions of lawless and 
wandering negroes, who too often assaulted the white woman- 
hood of the South, and thereby brought on lynchings and racial 
conflicts. The country bar-room was a menace to the rural 
community and to its womanhood, and the country bar-room 
was the first to go. As a rule, under the Local Option laws, the 
country Districts first became dry, and the Cities followed suit 
slowly, for the strongholds of the liquor traffic have always been 
in the congested centres. But what really gave to Prohibition its 
first strongholds in the country districts was the dangers to the 
unprotected women and children in the country districts from 
drunken and lawless men, and particularly from drunken, and 
lawless negro men, whose passions had been wrought to a frenzy 
by the liquor sold at the country bar-room. 
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Now today we are confronted with an equally serious 
menace. The manufacture and sale of liquor is unlawful. 
Law-abiding citizens do not now engage in the liquor traffic. 
The liquor traffic is outlawed, and there is no control over the 
men who engage in it.. With the old licensed bar-room, the 
bar-keeper could be held responsible for the order maintained 
in his saloon. He could be punished for selling liquor to minors 
or *o men already intoxicated — and his license could be revoked. 
Every year his license had to be renewed, and the Court would 
then pass on the question of whether he was a suitable appli- 
cant for a license to run a bar. To lose his license meant that 
he would lose money and would be deprived of the right to 
carry on his business. Under the licensing system, there was 
some measure of control over the liquor business and over the 
people who conducted it. But even with the control, its objec- 
tionable features were found to be intolerable, and the Ameri- 
can people have finally outlawed the liquor traffic in the most 
solemn and binding manner known to them, namely, through 
an amendment to the Federal Constitution. 

But though the liquor traffic is outlawed, it still continues. 
It has fallen into the hands of the lawless and criminal classes, 
who are willing to risk legal punishment, if they are caught. 
And the sad and serious part of it is that this lawless and crimi- 
nal class is being sustained and supported in their lawlessness 
and criminality by an element of our citizenship, that in other 
matters is distinctly law-abiding. The "law-disregarding" class, 
which embraces many of the very best men in our country, is 
giving its financial and moral support to the most dangerous, 
insidious and menacing of our criminal classes, when it buys 
liquor from the bootlegger. 

Everyone recognizes that one of the greatest evils of the 
licensed bar-room was the harmful influence exercised by it 
on the political, civil and moral life of the community. That 
influence was insidious and baneful, and it was constantly in- 
creasing. And that influence was enormously powerful, even 
though the traffic was legalized, and even though the licensing 
system furnished some sort of regulation and control. A man 
could go into a bar-room and buy a drink — and his doing so 
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gave to the barkeeper no undue influence or control over him. 
He had violated no law, and he had a legal right to buy a drink 
if he wished to. 

But today a man has no legal right to buy a drink. If he 
buys one, he is a law-breaker, and is subject to legal punishment. 
The man who sells the liquor is breaking the law, and the man 
who buys from him is aiding him to break the law, and is mak- 
ing it possible for the law to be broken. The seller is subject 
to punishment, if caught. The buyer is frequently a higher 
type of citizen than the seller, and the bootlegger can usually 
count on the buyer's not betraying him. But the buyer is also 
a law-breaker, and he cannot count on the bootlegger's not be- 
traying him, when it is to his interest to do so; for the boot- 
legger comes from the lawless and criminal element. The man 
who buys liquor from half a dozen bootleggers has put it in the 
power of each of half a dozen men, (all of whom belong to the 
lawless and criminal element) to put him in jeopardy of legal 
punishment in the shape of fine and imprisonment, with conse- 
quent loss of civic and social standing. 

History shows that when the criminal element in society ob- 
tains power, it uses that power to protect itself and to aid its 
criminal activities. Suppose a bootlegger shoots an officer and 
is caught and tried for murder. Suppose the jury trying him 
includes several men who have bought liquor from him, and 
that the bootlegger is in position to disclose this fact and to 
subject these men to criminal prosecution. Would not each 
such member of the jury -be naturally fearful of such disclosure 
and be strongly tempted to deal leniently with the prisoner, in 
the hope that he would not "squeal"? Or, if such jurors had 
bought liquor from other bootleggers, would not the fear that 
the criminals would stand together and make unpleasant dis- 
closures, unfit these jurors for the administration of justice? 

And can anyone doubt that, in such case, the bootlegger, 
threatened with loss of his life, would bring to bear every 
ounce of influence that he could muster, and would use his 
knowledge of the guilt of his jurors to force a favorable ver- 
dict and save his life? 

The case suggested is exceptional, but in a lesser degree the 
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same thing would hold where a bootlegger was threatened with 
imprisonment, and where one or more of his jurors had been 
unlawful purchasers of liquor. 

The surest way in the world to gain ascendancy over a man 
is to discover some weakness that he may have, the gratifica- 
tion of which is illegal; then cater to his weakness and get him 
to commit an illegal act; and afterwards control him through 
the threat of disclosure. The method has been successfully 
used since the beginning of the world, and it has lost none of 
its efficiency. It has always been, and always will be, the chief 
weapon of the criminal classes to avoid punishment for their 
misdeeds. But for this powerful weapon, many criminals would 
be punished who now go free. 

And with each acquittal, and with the growth of this influ- 
ence over the substantial citizenship of the community, the 
bootlegger becomes more and more reckless. He feels that he 
has the knowledge and the power to assure him immunity — 
and that society will not dare to punish him. He looks on his 
customers as fellow-criminals, who must protect him to save 
themselves. 

Now, in the South, the majority of bootleggers are negroes. 
I do not mean to intimate that any large percentage of the negro 
population are bootleggers, for the great majority of our ne- 
groes, I believe to be law-abiding and industrious citizens. But 
the low-class, criminal, and lawless negro naturally falls into 
bootlegging. The risk is probably smaller and the returns 
larger and more certain than in any other line of criminal ac- 
tivity. No special knowledge or ability is required. He can 
sell his liquor to the best people at a huge profit, and they won't 
dare tell on him. These people don't seem to regard bootlegging 
as a crime, because they encourage it or treat it as a joke. If it 
is a crime, then the influential white man is a partner in the 
crime, and the negro feels that he will be protected. 

The most ignorant, vicious and criminal element among the 
negroes thus not only goes into bootlegging, but the negro boot- 
legger feels that his customers, representing some of the best 
white men in the community, are in a conspiracy or partnership 
with him to defeat the law. As he learns the dangers of the 
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traffic and its illegality, he feels that they are just as guilty as 
he is, and grows to imagine that he is just as good as th€y are. 
Crime feeds on itself, and the negro bootlegger comes to be- 
lieve that he has a right to carry on his illegal traffic and to use 
force to prevent interference with it. A number of the best 
men in the community encourage him to continue in it. He 
loses respect for law and law observances. He is prepared to 
resist law enforcement. He comes to feel that he is just as 
good as is his white customer, whom he has previously looked 
on as a law-abiding citizen, but who is now also a law-breaker. 
All of these tendencies are accentuated and increased by the 
enormous profits of the traffic and the possession of hitherto 
undreamed of sums of money, obtained with little labor and at 
slight risk. 

Just here is the great danger to the South. I am not making 
an argument for prohibition as such. I am making an argu- 
ment for law-enforcement, and for the preservation of Anglo- 
Saxon supremacy and civilization in the South. I want to call 
the attention of our "law-disregarding" class of citizens, who 
purchase whiskey from negro bootleggers, to the fact that they 
are in effect aiding and abetting the growth to power, wealth 
and influence, of the most vicious and criminal class in the 
South. They are in effect making themselves partners in an 
unlawful enterprise with the ignorant, lawless and criminal 
class of negroes. They are encouraging this element to believe 
that they are superior to the law and immune to punishment. 
They are placing in their hands wealth and power and a sense 
of equality and common interest with the substantial and other- 
wise excellent citizens who disregard the prohibition laws and 
buy whiskey from bootleggers. They are sowing dragon's 
teeth in the fields of our social structure, and the harvest will 
be appalling, unless they stop it. That these citizens do not 
appreciate the menace of the negro bootlegger, I feel sure. But 
that the results will be serious, unless this bootlegging traffic is 
stopped by the public refusing to deal with the bootlegger, is 
true, whether they appreciate it or not. 

The White bootlegger is, in my opinion, as bad as the Negro. 
Both are criminals, who deliberately break the law and trade 
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on men's weaknesses for purposes of gain. But with the Negro 
bootlegger, the old, old race question is involved. That ques- 
tion can never be aided or settled by bringing to power, wealth 
and influence the criminal and depraved elements of the race. 
To do this means to bring hardship and distress on the inno- 
cent, law-abiding and industrious negroes, who will suffer in 
the uprising of the whites against this lawless and vicious negro 
element, should it continue to grow and prosper. The man, 
whether white or negro, who patronizes the negro bootlegger, 
is, I believe, helping to bring on race troubles for his children 
to solve, and is raising a menace to our civilization and to our 
institutions. 

Just as the strongest concerted movement against the bar- 
room arose in the country districts, because of the menace of 
the drunken and lawless negro, so I believe that the real en- 
forcement of prohibition will first take place in the South be- 
cause of the menace of the negro bootlegger. Some terrible 
crime or series'of crimes on the part of negro bootleggers may 
be required to start the movement, but when it starts, it will 
be irresistible. And when that happens, many of the innocent 
will suffer with the guilty, and injustice to many will be done. 
The bootlegger must go. And the negro bootlegger is the 
greatest menace that we have. He can be quickly eliminated if 
the decent elements, both white and colored, will stop buying 
liquor from him. Otherwise his wealth, power, and influence 
will grow, until his elimination may involve a race struggle 
with all its attendant horrors, and with all its suffering. 

I often wonder if the man who buys a quart of whiskey from 
a negro, appreciates the harm he is doing, and the menace he 
is helping to develop. If he can once appreciate it, I believe 
that the Southern White Man and the industrious Southern 
Negro will buy no more liquor from negro bootleggers. 

Charles Hall Davis. 
Petersburg, Virginia. 



